Introduction {#Sec1}
============

The extraordinary rise of China can be attributed to many crucial factors, including its policy of reform and opening up, its massive pool of cheap labor, and its heavy investment in manufacturing and infrastructure. However, without active engagement by the United States, China's economic miracle certainly would have been delayed (or much less impressive). A cooperative relationship with America has allowed China to access western capital and technology, reap the enormous benefits of international free trade, and enjoy four decades of peace and security in its neighborhood. Since Richard Nixon's 1972 landmark visit, engagement with China has been the prevailing consensus in Washington, despite occasional setbacks and sporadic tensions in bilateral relations.

Now a new consensus appears to be emerging among an increasing number of U.S. officials, analysts, and pundits, one that calls for replacing engagement with getting tough on China (Blackwill and Tellis [@CR5]; Mead [@CR26]; Shambaugh [@CR37]; Zhao [@CR58]). This new consensus grows out of the widespread perception that China has utterly failed to meet the underlying expectations of U.S. engagement, that is, that it would adopt liberal democracy, embrace market capitalism, and submit to U.S. leadership (Campbell and Ratner [@CR6]). In other words, engagement is now widely viewed as nothing more than a great delusion, a wrong-headed conviction in America's ability to transform China and in China's amenability to American influence.

This new consensus was written into the Trump administration's 2017 National Security Strategy and 2018 National Defense Strategy, which labeled China "revisionist power" and "strategic competitor," respectively (White House [@CR47]; U.S. Department of Defense [@CR10]). On May 20, 2020, the White House ([@CR48]) released a report that outlines its "whole-of-government approach \[to\] strategic competition" with China. Meanwhile, charges and sanctions against Huawei, allegations of Chinese "sharp power," tightened visa restrictions on Chinese scholars and students, and the 18-month-long trade war, to mention the most notable examples, indicate a steady but unmistakable trend of America's "decoupling" from China (Johnson and Gramer [@CR19]; National Endowment for Democracy [@CR31]; U.S. Department of Commerce [@CR42]; U.S. Department of Justice [@CR44]).

Faced with this fundamental shift in America's China policy, Beijing should have a clear-eyed analysis of its choices and strategies. Strategic competition from the United States must be met with strategic competition. To compete, though, is not to confront. Competition with America does not necessarily mean an all-out arms race or a new Cold War (Wang [@CR46]; Zhao [@CR57]).

Instead, China must first improve its competitive strength via-a-vis the United States. Strength stems from not only economic and military power, but also international legitimacy (Lake [@CR23]). To bolster its international legitimacy, Beijing should improve relations with its neighbors (periphery), provide the international community with broadly shared prosperity (performance), articulate a set of values that are uniquely Chinese but universally appealing (principle), and revamp its existing laws to allow foreign residents to be fully integrated into Chinese society (inclusiveness). These four steps are not confrontational, but they will make China a more formidable competitor vis-à-vis the United States.

Better a neighbor nearby than a relative far away {#Sec2}
=================================================

China is surrounded by 14 countries on land and shares border with another six by sea. No other country has a more complicated geopolitical endowment. Thus, how to maintain friendly relations with so many neighbors has been a top priority of Chinese foreign policy since 1949. Toward that goal Chinese leaders proposed the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence in 1953, which has since been the fundamental guideline in its neighborhood diplomacy. Since the 1990s Chinese leaders have repeatedly pledged to pursue a policy of building friendship and partnership with neighboring countries (e.g., Xi [@CR52]).

Yet ironically, China's relations with quite a few of its neighbors have rarely been "good neighborly and friendly." It had border clashes with India (1962), the Soviet Union (1969), and Vietnam (1979). In addition to its unsettled border with India, China has outstanding maritime disputes with Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam, and these disputes have led to sporadic standoffs in the East China Sea and the South China Sea. On the Korean Peninsula, Pyongyang's nuclear ambition has severely strained its relations with Beijing, notwithstanding Kim Jong-un's four visits to China since 2018. Despite booming bilateral trade and investment, Seoul's decision in 2017 to install Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) plunged the bilateral relationship into an abyss, from which it has barely recovered.

China's fraught relations with these countries should not be interpreted, a priori, as evidence that its leader merely paid lip service to peaceful co-existence. Instead a strong case can be made that important differences in political institutions and values, historical legacies of China's relations with Japan, Vietnam, and the two Koreas, the convoluted China--India--Pakistan relationship, and extensive U.S. security alliance network in East Asia, among other factors, make it extremely difficult for China to build friendship and partnership with many of its neighbors.

This is not to say, however, that Beijing should give up trying to improve its neighborhood diplomacy and instead seek good relations with countries outside Asia. In international politics a country can choose its friends and enemies, but not its neighbors. Unfriendly and/or unstable neighbors threaten a country's national security, increase the costs of its interactions with those beyond its immediate neighborhood, and have the potential to disrupt its economic development. For the sake of national security and continued economic growth, it is better for Beijing to have friendly and stable neighbors in East Asia than to cultivate partners (or even allies) in Africa, Europe, or the Americas.

The road to better relations with many of China's neighbors must go through Tokyo. Chinese official discourse has portrayed the two countries as "close neighbors separated only by a strip of water," yet they are close only physically and---since the 1970s---economically. Because of Japanese aggression against China from the 1890s until the 1940s, the U.S.-Japan military alliance, and disputes over the Diaoyu Islands, Beijing and Tokyo have never been politically close.

Nevertheless, regardless of historical and contemporary sources of distrust and dispute, Japan is the world's third largest economy (second largest in Asia) and one of the closest allies of the United States. Besides, despite its invasion of Southeast Asia during World War II, Tokyo apparently has redeemed itself in the region through trade, investment, development assistance, and public diplomacy (Japan Center for International Exchange [@CR18]; Llewelyn [@CR24]; Sukma and Soeya [@CR40]). Last but not least, Japan plays a pivotal role in the "free and open Indo-Pacific strategy" that calls for close cooperation among the Quad of Australia, India, Japan, and the United States (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan [@CR29]; U.S. Department of Defense [@CR43]). In short, Japan is a vital gateway through which China can engage many countries in the Asia--Pacific and the Indo-Pacific. Beijing ignores the critical geopolitical role of Tokyo at its own peril.

Since it takes two to tango, the outcome of any Chinese initiative to improve bilateral relations also depends on Japanese willingness to cooperate and reciprocate. Even if Tokyo fails to respond positively, such initiatives nevertheless put Beijing in a positive light. Above all, to reach out to Japan is not to sell out China, but rather to better serve its long-term interests. For China to counter America's intense strategic rivalry, a friendly and cooperative relationship with Japan is probably far more valuable than a partnership with any other country.

As the first step toward cultivating friendship and partnership with Japan, the Chinese president is well advised to pay a state visit to Tokyo at the earliest possible date. The last state visit by a Chinese president was in 2008. A state visit is a not a silver bullet for improving the complicated relationship, but it is surely a powerful signal of Beijing's commitment to doing so.

Broadly shared economic prosperity {#Sec3}
==================================

The rise of China is first and foremost an economic miracle. For three decades its economy grew at an annual average of nearly 10%, an unprecedented record for a major economy. Per capita GDP (in constant 2010 U.S. dollar) has increased by a factor of 20 since 1978 (World Bank [@CR49], [@CR50]). By 2011, China had already become the world's second largest economy (McCurry and Kollewe [@CR25]). As a result of this breakneck growth, more than 850 million Chinese people have been lifted out of absolute poverty, an unparalleled achievement in human history (World Bank [@CR50]).

In the process of dramatically improving the livelihood of its own people, China also has significantly contributed to the prosperity of the rest. Its annual contribution to world economic growth averaged above 30% in 2012--2017 (Xinhua News Agency [@CR53]). This contribution is most potently manifested in international trade. Between 2000 and 2012 China's share of world export and import growth was 15% and 11.86%, respectively, nearly twice that of the United States. At the end of 2012, it replaced the latter as the world's biggest trading nation (Reuters [@CR35]). Total Chinese imports added up to a staggering \$13 trillion in 2000--2013, directly generating at least 100 million jobs worldwide (Zhang [@CR55]). Today Beijing is the top trading partner of more than 100 countries (China.com.cn [@CR7]). China has truly become the most powerful engine of global economic growth.

Nevertheless, China's dazzling economic performance apparently has produced much more legitimacy at home than abroad. A major controversy concerns its trading pattern with many developing countries. To drive the Chinese economic juggernaut requires an astronomical amount of commodities, such as energy resources, minerals, and primary agricultural products, which are concentrated in Africa and Latin America. Consequently, Chinese imports from those two continents have comprised primarily of commodities, while its exports almost exclusively manufactured products (Gamache et al. [@CR14]). This has led to frequent charges of neocolonialism against China by both Western and local officials, journalists, and analysts (Dok and Thayer [@CR1]; Su [@CR41]).

Admittedly, this trading pattern is probably not in the best interest of commodity-rich countries. For starters, Beijing's voracious demand has driven up commodity prices, which in turn has led to local economic boom, but this boom turned out to be short-lived in the wake of China's economic slowdown starting from 2014 (BBC News [@CR3]; Egan [@CR11]). Besides, surges in commodity prices often resulted in stronger local currencies, which made it more attractive to import manufactured products than to develop local manufacturing industries. Moreover, because natural resources are usually publicly owned and because resource extraction is capital-intensive rather than labor-intensive, commodity exports tend to enrich a small number of elites rather than bring about widespread benefits to local populations (Patrick [@CR34]). Last but not the least, extractive activities often lead to long-term environmental damage, which likely outweigh their short-term benefits for local residents (Cote-Muñoz [@CR9]).

Nevertheless, it would be absurd to hold China accountable for the so-called "commodity trap," for it has used neither force nor coercion in its economic relations with those countries. Instead, one can certainly argue that legacies of Western colonialism and structural disadvantages of late-developing countries notwithstanding, overdependence on commodity exports is largely a choice of local political leaders, who ultimately decide whether, what, and how much to sell to and buy from China. In the twenty-first century, a nation's economic fortunes are considerably shaped by the nature of its political institutions, i.e., whether they are inclusive or extractive, a point that has been forcefully argued by two economists (Acemoglu and Robinson [@CR2]). If there is a commodity trap, it is a trap mostly set up by a country's political leaders, not by sinister schemes of foreign governments.

That being said, if Beijing wants to improve the economic dimension of its international legitimacy, it should think about ways that will allow developing countries to have a larger share of its prosperity. To be sure, China has provided an astronomical amount of foreign aid to numerous countries in Africa and Southeast Asia, but such aid---just like commodity exports---usually fails to generate widespread and sustainable economic benefits for local populations (The PRC State Council Information Office [@CR39]). The ambitious Belt and Road Initiative, which was launched by Beijing in 2013 and is often called China's Marshall Plan, aims to boost economic development in the vast Eurasian continent primarily through massive infrastructure investment, but the benefits of such investment---as in the case of foreign aid and resource extraction---are generally short-lived and narrowly distributed. Besides, Chinese-financed infrastructure projects reportedly have caused some countries to fall into "debt trap," a charge that has led to local and international backlash against the Chinese initiative (Gerstel [@CR15]; Lai et al. [@CR22]).

To help developing countries achieve economic self-sufficiency and sustainable development, China should instead spend more efforts on capacity-building, such as vocational training, entrepreneurial incubation, and scholarship for advanced training in China (Xinhua News Agency [@CR54]). More importantly, Beijing should encourage and assist developing countries to build indigenous manufacturing capabilities, even though the Chinese development model that relies heavily on exports of manufactured products can hardly be replicated anywhere else. As a popular saying goes, "give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime."

To sum up, China's spectacular economic growth certainly has generated much admiration abroad, but such admiration would be short-lived if Beijing is perceived to have enriched itself at the cost of the rest. Here the United States offers a valuable lesson for Chinese leaders. By opening up its domestic market for foreign manufactured products and taking the lead in promoting free trade (as embodied in the World Trade Organization), the United States made its post-World War II economic boom broadly shared, which in turn greatly bolstered America's international legitimacy. Now that the world is facing probably the worst economic recession since 1929 due to the global pandemic caused by a new coronavirus (COVID-19), it is imperative that Beijing rethink its international economic practices and adopt policies that will help generate broadly shared prosperity in the international community.

The soft power of political values {#Sec4}
==================================

Great power competition is not merely about tangible power like economic resources and military capabilities; it is also about intangible power like political values. During the Cold War, competition between the United States and the former Soviet Union involved not only military spending, economic production, and technological innovation, but also ideological struggle. Thus, the collapse of the Soviet Union was hailed not only as compelling evidence of America's superior hard power, but also as the decisive victory of American liberal democracy over alternative political ideologies, one that symbolized "the end of history" (Fukuyama [@CR13]).

This intangible power of political values is also called soft power, which refers to "the ability to affect others to obtain the outcomes one wants through attraction rather than coercion or payment (Nye [@CR33])." More specifically, attraction means "the ability to shape the preferences of others" so that they will want what you want. In addition, the primary sources of attraction, according to Nye ([@CR32]), are culture, political values, and foreign policies. In a word, while hard power is coercive, softer power is seductive, but no less effective in getting what one wants.

Unsurprisingly, improving China's soft power has been a top priority of Chinese foreign policy since the 1990s. Beijing has invested billions of dollars to improve its international communication (or overseas publicity) capabilities. It has also funded hundreds of Confucius Institutes across six continents to promote its traditional culture: Chinese language, calligraphy, food, folk dance and music, traditional holidays, and Kung Fu (e.g., Xie and Page [@CR51]). Meanwhile, high-speed train, Alibaba, online payment, and sharing economy---dubbed the new four great inventions of the Middle Kingdom---certainly have added a strong modern taste to China's cultural attractiveness.

When it comes to political values, however, China appears to have a huge deficit, especially compared with the United States, which has not only made democracy and human rights more or less universally accepted values, but also portrayed itself as the most powerful champion of these values. Thus, one of the biggest foreign policy challenges for Beijing is to propose and promote a set of political values that are closely associated with China and which can resonate with mass publics around the world.

Admittedly, the Chinese leadership has promulgated several important principles that ostensibly have strong international appeal, notably a harmonious world, a new type of major power relations, and a community of shared future for mankind. Nevertheless, these principles usually strike international observers as guidelines for Chinese foreign policy in particular and inter-state relations in general, rather than political values for individuals and governments to pursue.

There is one value, however, that has nearly unanimous support among the Chinese public and which has been practiced by the Chinese government with stunning success. That value can be summarized in one sentence: economic rights are the most fundamental human rights. At its most basic, economic rights mean freedom from poverty for individuals. As mentioned early on, China has lifted more than 800 million people out of absolute poverty within merely four decades. It also has committed itself to completely eliminating absolute poverty among its 1.4 billion people by the end of 2020.

To be sure, a meaningful and dignified human life comprises of not only economic rights (e.g., the right to work), but also political rights (e.g., freedom of speech), yet the latter becomes meaningless when an individual's basic physical needs are not met. For those who are trapped in abject poverty or struggle to make the ends meet on a daily basis, freedom of speech probably matters much less than the right to a decent and stable income. To borrow the words of Franklin D. Roosevelt, freedom from want is no less important than freedom of speech, freedom of worship, or freedom from fear.

This explains why many Americans invoked the right to work in their protests against stay-at-home orders imposed by many state governments in response to the spread of COVID-19 (Sorace [@CR38]). It also explains why economic rights are treated as an integral part of human rights by the United Nations and are enshrined in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. When the former candidate for the 2020 Democratic presidential nominee Bernie Sanders declared that "economic rights are human rights" in the wealthiest country in the twenty-first century, he was speaking a simple but universal truth, one that has long been recognized by the Chinese government but which unfortunately has been denied by most western elites.

In a word, economic rights are political rights. Without the former, the latter degenerates into the opium for the people. Human rights include not only those political rights set forth in the first ten amendments to the U.S. constitution (i.e., the Bill of Rights), but also economic rights championed by the United Nations. China has been an inspiring example of promoting economic rights at home and---to a lesser extent---abroad. The global economic recession caused by COVID-19---especially frequent protests in the United States for the right to work---has highlighted the fundamental flaws of defining human rights narrowly in terms of political rights. In the post-COVID-19 era, Beijing should have an easier time finding audiences abroad who are receptive to a new discourse on human rights.

A more inclusive Chinese identity {#Sec5}
=================================

China is a highly homogenous society, with 91.5% of its population being Han Chinese (National Bureau of Statistics of China [@CR30]). Moreover, unlike residents of immigrant countries (e.g., America, Australia, and Canada), the overwhelming majority of the Chinese people are the descendants of the Yellow Emperor, and they have lived in the Middle Kingdom for thousands of years. As a result, cultural traditions and racial features of the Han are usually assumed to constitute the core of Chineseness: hieroglyph, ancestral worship, Confucianism, dark hair, dark eyes, and yellow skin.

When Chineseness (we) is so defined---or imagined---foreignness (they) becomes easily identifiable, especially when it comes to racial features. More importantly, for a number of reasons---historical and political---foreigners are greeted with a mix of varying degrees of curiosity, hospitality, suspicion, and deference, depending on where they come from and for what purposes. Regardless, they are all treated separately as a group, though not necessarily equally as their Chinese counterparts in terms of employment, healthcare, and education.

This special treatment of foreigners becomes highly problematic against the backdrop of China's growing economic prosperity and global influence, as more of them are coming to the Middle Kingdom in pursuit of jobs, business opportunities, advanced education, or even a different way of life. Some have applied to become permanent residents or naturalized citizens, but the existing Chinese laws only allow a negligible number of them to do so. In 2016, the Chinese government issued a total of 1576 green cards out of roughly one million foreign residents who were living in China (Beijing News [@CR4]). Thus, the average foreigner may be treated nicely and deferentially, but she will most likely be a stranger in China, even if she has been thoroughly assimilated.

Yet to be a global power, China's extremely tight immigration laws must be reformed so as to make Chineseness more inclusive. Throughout history a defining feature of a global power---be it the Roman Empire or the British Empire---is its willingness to welcome and assimilate foreigners. An inclusive national identity not only makes China more attractive, but also more competitive, as foreigners can bring an immense amount of human and financial capital to bear on China's economic development, scientific research, and technological innovation.

The urgency of reforming China's immigration laws was not lost on the Chinese leadership. On April 2, 2018, the National Immigration Administration was established, the first of its kind in China's 5000-year-plus history and the first step toward a more inclusive Chinese national identity (Huang and Yan [@CR17]; Zhang [@CR56]). In early March of 2020 Beijing put forward a draft of regulations that aims to ease restrictions on permanent residence for foreigners. The strong online backlash against the draft regulations, however, clearly indicates that the vast majority of the Chinese populace is unwilling to grant national treatment to foreign residents (Giovannini [@CR16]; Kharpal [@CR20]).

Over the past four decades, millions of Chinese nationals have emigrated to foreign lands for various purposes. It is unfair at best and discriminatory at worst if foreign governments are expected to open their borders to Chinese immigrants but membership in the Chinese society is jealously guarded. Besides, just as Chinese immigrants have made important contributions to their adopted homelands, increased inflow of foreign nationals will surely bring important benefits to the Chinese society.

A global China requires a global Chinese identity, one that allows foreign nationals to be fully incorporated---if not assimilated---into the Chinese body politic. To work toward a community of shared future for mankind, the first step is to change China's immigrations laws so as to enable foreign nationals to seek their "Chinese Dream" and to be a stakeholder in China's future.

Conclusion {#Sec6}
==========

The global pandemic caused by COVID-19 has made the fraught China--U.S. relationship even worse. The Trump administration has shown little interest in working with China to combat the global public health crisis. Instead, a long list of U.S. government officials and lawmakers have accused Beijing of launching a "disinformation campaign" related to COVID-19 and of maneuvering the pandemic for economic and political advantages (Evans [@CR12]; Miller [@CR28]). There are also increasing calls to punish China for its alleged cover-up of the novel coronavirus (Rogin 2008). Against the backdrop of negative economic growth and massive unemployment caused by COVID-19, scapegoating China has quickly evolved to be a centerpiece of Trump's reelection campaign (Kumar [@CR21]). As one prominent Chinese analyst put it, "COVID-19 has put a freeze on the China--U.S. relationship, highlighted serious deficit of mutual strategic trust, and resulted in unprecedented mutual bad feelings at the popular level" (Wang [@CR45]).

Now that strategic competition has replaced engagement as U.S. policy toward China, what are the choices for Beijing?

It may continue to reassure Washington---both publicly and privately---of its commitment to a cooperative relationship, but such reassurances will most likely be dismissed as a deceptive tactic to hide China's strength and bide its time. Or it can demonstrate---through words and deeds---its deference to American leadership, which is out of the question against the backdrop of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. For China's growing economic and military power has generated widespread aspirations for global leadership among its elites and citizens. Meanwhile, even if the White House has a new occupant in 2021, the new president might change the way in which strategic competition is implemented, but he is highly unlikely to reverse course on the Trump administration's China policy.

In the final analysis, it is time for Beijing to meet competition with competition. However, this essay does not focus on how Beijing should engage Washington competitively on which particular policy issues (e.g., Taiwan or trade) and at what level (bilateral or multilateral). Instead, it starts with the premise that China must compete with strength. As a Chinese saying goes, "to forge iron, one must be strong." Strength derives from not only economic resources and military capabilities, but also international legitimacy, as convincingly argued by David Lake ([@CR23]) in his analysis of America's post-World War II global leadership. Hence, this essay proposes four measures aimed at bolstering China's international legitimacy, namely, improving relations with its neighbors, enabling its prosperity to be more broadly shared, articulating attractive political values with Chinese characteristics, and making its national identity more inclusive. Put differently, these are self-strengthening measures that will make China more competitive, but not necessarily more confrontational vis-à-vis America.

The rise of the United States in the mid-nineteenth century coincided with the decline of the Middle Kingdom. The rise of China in the twenty-first century coincided with the relative decline of America, which remains the world's only superpower. When the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation meets "Make America Great Again," strategic competition becomes inevitable. Fundamental differences in political institutions and values between the two great powers only add to the intensity of that competition.

Thus, the choice for Beijing and Washington is not whether to compete, but how. If the other is portrayed as a "useful adversary" for domestic political mobilization, then competition could quickly degenerate into confrontation, containment, or even conflict (Christensen [@CR8]). However, if competition from the other is viewed as an opportunity to rally support for stalled domestic reform, then the two countries may avoid the tragedy of great power politics, at least in the short term (Mearsheimer [@CR27]). If so, competition could be a win--win for both countries and the international community. It is up to leaders in Beijing and Washington to decide which approach they will adopt.
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